FLIGHT OF FANCY
The day was warm as Michael strode briskly along the gently meandering walkway.
He moved with confident, graceful serenity; long robes flowing in the breeze, wings folded neatly at his back. Soft. White light, like the sun through heavy clouds, seemed to radiate from everywhere, giving his face a rosy glow. Always warm, always day, and always White, he thought.
He smiled with resigned contentment.
He liked it here, and enjoyed his work. The walkway was broad, winding up a subtle grade in A way that caused a traveler no extra effort.
It was paved in finely polished white stones. laid with orderly haphazardness.
As Michael continued up the path, Whisps of clouds drifted over his feet, taken by the soft winds to merge with the billowing c1oudbanks, hanging lazily in the air, so close to the ground that they appeared part of the landscape.
Michael reached the top of the grade. A limitlesb plateau sprawled before him, seeming to embody the vastness of the universe itself.
The plateau was covered in fine, cream-colored sand. Set upon it were thousands of low White buildings in neat array, extending in ranks to eternity.
The structures were elegantly ornate, built and decorated in a less gaudy rendition of the late Gothic style. When compared, none of the structures was exactly·like any other.
All of them differed slightly--a subtle change in an arch or doorway, a different expression on the face of a statue, varying patterns etched in the brick.
Michael stopped a moment to regard the scene, warmed by its Massive cloudbanks drifted in and out of sight like tall ships. effortlessly among them, their calls floating on the warm winds. times he had stood here, and still the beauty moved him.
Best begin, he thought. Michael turned toward the east wing, where he was working now, and like the birds that drifted ov~rhead, lifted easily into the air. Gaining altitude, he leveled and spread his wings wide, soaring eastward. * * * * * *~* * Jonathan wriggled slightly, suspended in darkness, conscious only of the silky, liquid warmth that surrounded him. He didn't kn~who he was, or where--only that it was no longer comfortable and protecting.
He felt closed in. smothe'red. He turned, struggling, as an undefined force pushed him downward.
Another forceful contraction. He felt cold at the top' of his head, ahd sensations he could not interpret near his face and ears. He was being pushed and pulled at the same time, the cold spreading down his body. He felt more of the strange pressure; heard sounds he could not understand.
He sensed brightness behind his closed eyes. He swung his arms, kicked his legs. He was free. Everything was foreign, bewildering to him.
He felt something soft wrapping him. The cold went away. He was lifted, suspended in the air. The soft warmth slid away and the cold returned. He breathed, deeply and haltingly, not understanding his need to do so. There was a sharp, searing feeling at his back.
It stung and burned him. He didn't understand his pain. He cried out, and finding relief in it, continued to cry. He was rewrapped and passed into new hands, drawn close to a new warmth. Ris crying began to subside, and soon he was asleep, lulled by the soft surrounding warmth and the strange sounds that meant nothing. simple majesty. Birds soared Countleu * * * * * * * * * -34-Michael gazed down upon Jonathan as he winced slightly in hi8 sleep. Studying his chiseled features, Michael'brushed hi8 hand against the shadow of stubble darkening Jonathan's rugged jawline. Jonathan soon slept peacefully again, Michael's hand resting gently on hi8 shoulder~Michael smiled at the unseeing, unknowing man.
Jonathan slept in one of several brass beds in a starkly furnished'room. Other men and women occupied other beds. A white placard rested on a small bed table, JONATHAN MATHESON inscribed on it in elegant gold leaf. A crystal vase held a single red rose. Michael adjusted the placard, pulled the quilts up over Jonathan's shoulders. and with a satisfied sigh. moved onto' the next bed.
•
Jonathan stared ahead through the,windshield, momentarily mesmerized as the car sucked up the endless stream of yellow lines. His roundish face Wrinkled in puzzlement.
"But Grandpa's not gone. Dad-he was there. I saw 'im!" Jonathan's father sighed and looked from the road to his son, then across to his wife. His eyes asked for help. but she raised her eyebrows and shrugged. not knowing~at to say. "Grandpa's body is here, Jon. but his spirit is gone. That's wtuit.happens when you die. Then you don't need your body any more. That's why they bury it."
Jonathan nodded, uncomPrehending but vaguely reassured~The memOry of his Grandfather, lying so still in the big wooden box. wouldn't go out of'his head. He looked so white next to all the flowers, like a dummy. Jonathan tried to touch him, not believing Grandpa was real. His father ,scolded him harshly. though. and took his hand away.
Jonathan tried to remember his Grandfather before he died~they way he really looked. how he talked, the way his face felt when' he hugged him. He couldn't. Only the white face, looking so old in the box. came into bi8 mind. He closed his eyes tightly to make it go away.
"Will Grandpa's spirit come back some day, Dad?" "No Jon, it can't." his father'replied" Is it in Heaven?" Jonathan vaguely understood Heaven.
"Will I go 1:0Heaven, Dad?" "We all will someday, Jon. Then everyone will be together." That didn't sound too bad. JODathan nodded again and let his eyes fall back to I:heroad and infinite string of yellow lines, quickly disappearing.
• He crossed into the end zone, jumped forward onto one leg to fake his pursuer, lunged the other way and spun around.
The ball was there, a little high. He vaulted upward, raking it in, taking it to his stomach.
He was tackled as his feet touched the ground, but it didn't matter.
The catch was good.
As he stood up he heard the final buzzer go, and the last triumphant cheer of the home crowd. He could hear the announcer shouting as his teammates raced toward him: " •••spectacular play! It's Matheson with the catch in the end zone, making tonight's final score 24-20. Looks like Central High School is going to the state finals!" * * * * * * * * * Spoken in a rich, English-accented baritone, the words resounded in the domed auditorium.
Tension among the crowd seemed to increase as the commencement speaker closed his oratory.
It •••
and it would be this, if nothing~re, that I.would leave with you." The speaker finished and stepped down. Smatterings of applause rose from the crowd, and quickly became a loud, enthusiastic hiss, like static on a radio. The Dean of Harcourt University stepped to the podium as the crowd gradually fell silent.
Jonathan sat, tense, in front of the long dais from which the Dean spoke, surrounded by almost 1400 friends and strangers;
His hands were sweating, and he ran them along his gown to dry. He only half-listened to the Dean's speech. Four years ago this had been little more than a dream, and tonight when he went to sleep he would be a college graduate.
As the Dean began calling names, Jonathan became immediately attentive. He waited forever, it seemed, before hearing his own. He climbed the short flight of stairs and crossed to the podium. "Congratulations, Hr. Hatheson." "Thank you, sir." He felt the paper in his hand. Jonathan reached up, flipped back the tassel of his cap and continued across the stage to join the other graduates.
He waited easily now for the ceremony to end, suppressing a satisfied smile. * * * * * * * * * A young warder in a loose, toga-like robe put a fresh rose in the vase on Jonathan's table. Jonathan turned, deeply asleep, a faint smile on his lips. He felt the cap fly out of his hand as he and the other graduates cast them into the air, cheering.
He could hear the applause and see his mother and father coming toward him, beaming.
The warder adjusted the quilts at Jonathan's shoulders and moved on to~he next bed.
Finally h~cursed softly and spun around to fling the tie across the room. A tall, lean man stood in the doorway, grinning.
"Nervous, Jon?" "This thing is driving me out of my mind!" Jonathan turned to face the mirror again, looping the cravat around his collar one more time.
"You know holt to work one of these things, Trev?" he asked.
Trevor walked to the table and Jonathan turned to face him, his hands shaking noticeably. Trevor smiled, proferring his own hand.
"See:"-steady as a rock!" , "All you have to do is look pretty and give me the ring when it's time!" "That hurts, Jori. This Is a big responsibility." Trevor said with feigned distress. "Nothing like marriage, t;hough. There's a responsibility." "Have mercy, man. I'm bad enough as it is. What time is it?" "Time we were on our way. buddy." Trevor replied, glancing at hiB watch and heading for the door.
Jonathan took a deep breath, adjusted his coat, and followed him out. Trevor was already further down the hall. and Jonathan ran to catch him.
"No hurry, Jonny--I'd enjoy these last moments of freedom if I were you ••••" They looked at each other and laughed~Trevor clapped Jonathan warmly on the back as they walked out of the building into the''spring sun.
A A A A A A A A * A hollow boom sounded over the water, followed by the sandy hissing of the wave surging over the shore, depositing a montage of debris. It sucked back suddenly, taking some of the waterline flotsam that wound like a path down ,the beach--departing quickly, like a thief escaping with his spoil.
The saltwater felt icy as it surged over Jonathan's feet. The late afternoon sun beat down on'his back, and radiated thick, pleasantly heavy heat. , Jonathan walked slowly along the water line. His darkened skin stretched taut over his sinewY muscles. He struggled along the familiar path, his joints cracking as he raised his arm, shielding his eyes from the glare. A gentle breeze stirred the thinning silvery hair covering his head.
He continued walking, the coarse sand and shells feeling good under the hardened soles.of his feet. After a while he reached the end of the key, where the water came around and behind the beach, forming a cape. His weathered face crinkled into a smile as he reached the cape and sat down in the sun. He watched the water, shielding his eyes from the sun's reflection.
• A * A A * * * Standing next to him, Michael watched, intrigued, as Jonathan unconsciously struggled from under-the quilts covering the bed. Jonathan was sweating. his eyes shut tight as if squinting into a glaring light.
Michael moved on, leaving Jonathan sleeping soundly.
A A A * * * * A A Leaving his wife sleeping, Jonathan walked out of the plain, four-room apartment. The sun, just rising, was a pale glow hidden in the overcast 'skies. The cold of the night lingered in the sand, chilling Jonathan's feet as he walked toward the water. The wind blew in forceful gusts, whipping through the few remaining strands of hair at the back of Jonathan's bald head. Be rainin' soon, he thought, and encouraging his tired body, he picked up his pace toward the shoreline. He hadn't missed this swim in years. He wasn't going to miss it because of rain.
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